SECTION 34 



Bengali Writing 

TiSTA BAGCHI 



The Bengali (or, to use the native term now frequently used among linguists and 
grammarians, Bangla) script is historically related and similar in design to the De- 
vanagari script (section 31): it has a comparable inventory of consonant and vowel 
characters and ligatures, with only one or two exceptions. The script-to-pronunciation 
correspondences are markedly different, however, because of the sound changes that 
the Bengali language has undergone and the independent development of the Bengali 
script from the Brahmi since early times (see Banerji 1919, Chakravarti 1938). For 
the inventory of BengaU vowel and consonant letters, see tables 34.1, 34.2, and 
34.3. The Assamese script differs from the BengaU in just one or two consonant char- 
acters, although the correspondence between pronunciation and script is also differ- 
ent in a number of respects for Assamese; e.g. ^ sa [J] is pronounced [x] in Assamese. 

Differences in inventory of characters 

Of the differences between the inventories of characters in Bengali and Devanagari, 
it is worth noting the absence of distinct Bengali characters for [b] and [v] (transliter- 
ated as v): the pronunciations of the two in words of Indie origin have collapsed into 
^ ba. But BengaU has [w], written as a combination of vowel characters (usually % u 
or <3 (9 followed by a vowel, or the semivowel letter ¥ y with vowel diacritic). Other 
Bengali characteristics are the absence of Sanskrit long syllabic r or /, the established 
use of anunasika - for vowel nasalization (rather than anusvdra -'- of Devanagari, re- 
alized in Bengali as ^ m [q]); and the contrast of ^ ya [cfe] (when this is a reflex of 
earlier Indie y) with the semivowel ^ya\]]. 

Script-to-pronunciation correspondences 
Among the most salient peculiarities of the script-to-pronunciation correspondences 
is the pronunciation of the inherent vowel carried by a consonant vowel character 
when it is not accompanied by a vowel diacritic or by the hasanta 'silencing' symbol 
- : this vowel is pronounced either [o] or [0]. The rounded (lower-mid or mid) pro- 
nunciation of the inherent vowel contrasts with the pronunciation of the inherent 
vowel as [s] in languages that employ the Devanagari script. But the inherent vowel 
is not always pronounced, and one can only partially predict whether its value is [o], 
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TABLE 34.1: Vowels 



Initial 


Diacritic (k-) 


Transliteration 


Pronunciation 


-^ 


- 


: ,^ ■ , 


a 


[3,0] 


^5U 


-T 


W( 


a 


[a] 


k 


T- 


w 


i 


[i] 


bf 


^ 


ft 


1 


[i] 


^ 


^ 


f 


u 


M 


fe 


iT 


f 


u 


[u] 


^ 


<~ 


f 


1* 


[ri] 


^ 


C- 


c^ 


e 


[e.ffi] 


^ 


t 


h^ 


ai 


[oj] 


<3 


C-T 


C¥T 





[0] 


<^ 


C-> 


C¥l" 


au 


[ow] 



[o], or silent in any given instance. For instance, the same spelling ^T^ mata can rep- 
resent either [mot] ^opinion, consent' or [moto] like, approximately' (postposition), 
whereas "^ gala 'gone, past, dead' is invariably pronounced [goto]. In native Ben- 
gali words and Sanskrit loanwords, the pronunciation tends to be [o] when followed 
by a high vowel or semivowel ([i], [j], [u], or [w]) immediately or in the following 
syllable; but [o] otherwise. 

TABLE 34.2: Occlusives 







Voiceless Plosives 




Voiced Plosives 






Unaspirated 


Aspirated 


Unaspirated 


Aspirated 


Nasals 


Velar 


¥ 


k [k] 


^ 


kh [k1 


^ 


g 


[g] 


^ 


gh [g«] 


^ A [q] 


Palatal 


6" 


c [tf] 


^ 


ch m 


W 


J 


m 


^ 


jh [cfe«] ^ n [ji] 


Retroflex 


^ 


t [« 


^ 


th m 


~5 


d 


m 


[7 


dh m 


^ n [ij 


Dental 


^ 


t [t] 


^ 


th m 


W 


d 


[d] 


^ 


dh [d«] 


^ n [n] 


Labial 


9f 


P [P] 


¥ 


ph [p"] 


^ 


b 


[b] 


-^ 


bh [b«] 


ST m [m] 


TABLE 34.3: Sonorants and Fricatives 






Palatal 


Alveolar 






Dental 


Other 


Sonorants 




¥ 


y m 


1" 


r [r] 




cT 


1 


[1] 




Sibilants 




^ 


s [/,s] ^ 


s [J] 




^ 


s 


[J,s] 


^ h [fi] 
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TABLE 34.4: Conjuncts (in order of second member) 



Conjunct 


Transliteration & 
Pronunciation 


Conjunct 


Transliteration & 
Pronunciation 


Conjunct 


Transliteration & 
Pronunciation 


¥ 


kk 


[kk] 


^ 


nt 


[nt] 


^ 


sn 


[sn] 


W 


nk 


[qk] 


^,f 


ntu 


[ntu] 


^ 


Ip 


[Ip] 


% 


rk 


[rk] 


^ 


Pt 


[pt] 


1 


sp 


[sp,Mp] 


% 


sk 


[sk,='Jk] 




rt 


[rt] 


^ 


dm 


[dd(-)] 


^ 


ng 


[qg] 


% 


St 


[St] 


^ 


Im 


[Im] 


W 


Ig 


[ig] 


1 


str 


[str] 


^ 


sm 


[JJJm^] 


^ 


cc 


[ttf] 


c^ 


tth 


[ttl 


^ 


smr 


[sri/sri] 


^ 


sc 


m 


^ 


nth 


[ntl 


^ 


kr 


[kr] 


m: 


cch 


[tt] 


^ 


sth 


[sti 


sr 


gr 


[gr] 


w 


cchr 


[ttrv] 


^ 


bd 


[bd] 


^ 


tr 


[tr] 


^ 


bj 


[bcfe] 


^ 


ddh 


[dd«] 


^ 


pr 


[pr] 


w^ 


jjh 


[dcfe«] 


w 


ndh 


[ndT 


^ 


sr 


[sr] 


% 


sth 


[Jf] 


^ 


kn 


[kn] 


^ 


kl 


[kl] 


^ 


nd 


[ilcU 


^ 


tn 


[tn] 


f 


gl 


[gl] 


^ 


nn 


[nn] 


^. 


dn 


[dn] 


sr 


si 


[Jl,sn 


¥ 


sn 


[Jn] 


' ^ 


nn 


[nn] 


^ 


ks 


[k^^kk^ 


W 


kt 


[kt] 


tf 


pn 


[pn] 


^ 


ksn 


[k'-n] 


^■ 


tt 


[tt] 


?r 


sn 


[Jn, sn^] 


w 


ks 


m 



a. Initially. 

b. Learned. 

c. Casual. 



The distinction between long and short high vowels ([i] and [u]) has been lost in 
the pronunciation of Bengali but persists in the spellings, c.g.W^ dina [din] 'day' vs. 
ft^ dina [din] 'indigent'; ^f^ kula [kul] 'lineage' vs. ^^ kula [kul] 'shore'. 

The pronunciation of the letter ^ or diacritic (7- e is either [ae] or [e], depending 
(historically, at least) on whether the vowel of an immediately following syllable is 
non-high ([e], [o], [ae], [o], or [a]) or high ([i] or [u]), respectively. 

Among the consonants, the pronunciation of the sibilant letters ^ sa, ^ sa, and 
^ sa is noteworthy: the "default" pronunciation of all these is a "hushing" sound [J], 
but before non-retroflex coronals ([t], [n], [r], and [1]) they are all pronounced [s]. En- 
glish St in loanwords is written in Bengali with ^ sta [^}. 
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TABLE 34.5: Numerals 



I 


2 


3 


4 


5 


6 


7 


8 


9 





s 


^ 


^) 


8 


t 


h 


<\ 


b- 


^ 






The originally retroflex ^ na and the dental ^ na are now both pronounced the 
same, as alveolar or dental [n]. The palatal ^ na is pronounced as a nasalized glide 
Ij] between vowels or word-finally, but as a post-alveolar [ji] before ^ ca, \ cha, Wja, 
OT^jha. 

Clusters 

A number of consonant clusters are written as conjunct consonants as in Devanagari 
(for a sampling, see table 34.4). Some of them have developed irregular pronunci- 
ations: W jna — initially, [g] plus nasalization of the following vowel, e.g. WJ^jndna 
[g2en] 'knowledge'; elsewhere, [gg], e.g. RW bijna [biggo/biggo] 'wise'. ^ hya — 
[d(^^, e.g. ^^) sahya [Jod(%'*o] 'tolerance, endurance'. 

Clusters of C + ^ wa are pronounced as [C] initially, plus nasalization of the fol- 
lowing vowel, [CC] medially, e.g. ^I<l<l^ smdraka [larok] 'reminiscent (of), remind- 
er', "^M padma [poddo] 'lotus'. 

Clusters of C + ^ ya (-T) are pronounced as [C] initially, most often with modi- 
fication of a following a/d to the pronunciation [as], e.g. ^T¥ byaya [baee] 'expendi- 
ture', <l)l<P<^'^ bydkarana [baekoron] 'grammar'; they are pronounced as [CC] inside 
a word, with or without modification of a following a/d to [ae], e.g. ^5RT¥ abyaya 
[obboe] 'indeclinabJe', ^^5) I hatyd [hotta] 'murder' (also [hottae]), tm^TW pratyeka 
[prottek] 'each, every'. 

Clusters of C +^ ba (^) are pronounced as [C] initially, e.g. ^^Pf sbdsa [JaJ] 
'breath', [CC] inside a word, e.g. N^M bidbdn [biddan] 'learned'. 

These irregularities have arisen out of regular sound changes in Bengali and oc- 
cur mostly in SansMt loanwords, in which the original spellings have been con- 
served. 

The Bengali numerals are shown in table 34.5. 

Sample of Bengali 

/. Bengali: '^W^ mP#T¥ ^t«y^^T^I ^5^^Fm¥ 

2. Transliteration: bharatabarsha paninira janmabhumi. takhanakara 

5. Transcription: b'^arotborjo paninir c^onmob'^umi tok'^onkar 

4. Gloss: India Panini.GEN birth.ground then.GEN 



prakrtake 
prakritke 
Prakrit.ACC 



/. M7f 

2. dine 

3. dine 

4. day.LOC 

1. ^^t^ IH^T^ 

2. tara chilena 

3. tara tf ilen 

4. they be.PAST.3HON 
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yara lipibaddha karechilena 

(feara lipibodd'^o koretTilen 

rel.pron.pl script.bound make.PAST.PERF.3H0N 



1. <H<]m 

2. abajiia 
J. obogga 
4. contempt 

2. prakrtake 

3. prakritke 



chila 
tTilo 



parama pandita. athaca prakrtera 
porom ponc^it ot'^otfo prakriter 
great(ly) learned and.yet Prakrit.OEN toward their 



prati tadera 
proti tader 



^1 
na. 
na 



samskrta 
Jorjjkrito 



be.PAST.3 NEG Sanskrit 



byakaranera 

baekoroner 

grammar.GEN 



cape 
tfape 



tara 
tara 



pressure.LOC they 



luptapraya 
luptoprae 



karena 
koren 



ni. 
ni 



tara 
tar 



karana 
karon 



4. Prakrit.ACC obliterated.almost do.3HON perf.neg it.GEN reason 

/. ^m y^w^ m^T<i Ny\ :^\^:w m^m^i 

2. bhasha sambandhe tadera chila sahaja bodhasakti. 

5. bWa Jombond'^e tader tPilo Johocfe bod'^Jokti 

4. language relation.LOC their be.PAST.3 natural understanding.power 

'India is the birthplace of Panini. The people who codified the Prakrits in writ- 
ing in those days were extremely learned people. Yet they did not hold the 
Prakrits in contempt. They had not made the Prakrits disappear under pressure 
from Sanskrit grammar. This was because they had a natural abihty to under- 
stand matters of language.' _ Tagore 1935: 241. 
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